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M
ost Plastic Surgery educators lack formal training in educational methods and techniques. We have learned to teach by modeling ourselves after those who have taught us and those whom we have observed teaching others. Strong mentorship is, therefore, particularly critical to the development of the surgical educators of the future.
Mentorship in education is not radically different from mentorship in research, the development of clinical skills, or other facets of an academician's professional career. To be an effective mentor, one has to have certain attributes. A mentor needs to be competent in the area in which mentorship is being provided and have time available to devote to the mentee. Mentors must also aspire to excellence in their craft and have enthusiasm for their area of expertise. Effective mentors display empathy and compassion, as well as humility. Character and integrity are also essential. It is hard for a mentee to believe in a mentor who does not "walk the walk" himself or herself.
An appropriate mentor-mentee match is essential for the relationship to be mutually beneficial. One mentor cannot have an excessive number of mentees due to the amount of time required for each. Ideally, a mentor is a half-generation older than the mentee and should not be a direct manager or assessor of the mentee. It is difficult to combine authoritative and evaluative roles with the counseling role a mentor serves. It is helpful for a mentor to have a mentee who reminds them of themselves and who has similar goals, objectives, values, and a similar work ethic. Sometimes, an informal trial period can be an effective way of assessing mentor-mentee fit.
In acting as a mentor, it is critical that individuals not only identify and label talents and strengths but also define relationship boundaries, particularly if the relationship has other components. Clear expectations for the relationship need to be defined, and measurable, but aspirational goals need to be established. It is also important that the path to goal achievement is broken down into steps that can be measured. Creative approaches to reaching these goals need to be encouraged.
A good mentor uses his or her status and influence to provide opportunities within institutions and organizations for advancement and recognition. Mentors need to trumpet the success of their mentee to senior leaders. An effective mentor teaches the mentee regarding institutional and organizational norms, traditions, and beliefs and gives insight into identifying who the key individuals are. An excellent mentor functions as a teacher, a coach, and a cheerleader and may often use storytelling and their own personal experiences to help the mentee understand how to deal with issues as they arise.
It is hoped that with appropriate mentorship, the next generation of Plastic Surgery educators will be even more effective than the current one and help drive the specialty to loftier heights.
